Severe outbreak could clasm 1.9 milli;

BY JOHN PATTERSON
Duaily Herald State Covernment Fditor

SPRINGFIELD -— Exactly how
big a threat bird flu poses
depends on how one looks at it.

In a worst-case scenario, it
could be a bigger threat to
human life than guns and car
crashes On the cther hand,
many people may face a greater
risk of death from falling down a
flight of stairs.

With the avien bird filu threat-
ening to mutate into a form
coirlagious between humans
and then spark a global pan-
demic, health and business
experts are ciunching numbers
~-tying to come up with accu-
1ate predictions of not only the
chances of catching the would-
be deadly virus, but also the
bolentially devastating impact
on business,

The great uncertainty stems
from the oveiwhelming unpre-
- dictability of such a pandemic,
It could stiike tomorrow, or be
years away. _

It might be a ruthless kiiler,
like the 1918 outbreak that
killed so many that the coun-
try's population actually
- decreased. Or it could be tela-

tively less severe, as in the 1968
pandemie that claimed 34,600
lives. Today, seasonal flu alone
kills nearly 36,600 people annu-
ally.

. .

“Nobody knows until it starts
to go human to human,” said
Jim Toole, an actuary hired by
the Schawmburg-based Society
of Actuaries to research the eco-
nomic and societal impact of a
modern pandermic

That impact could be huge,
ranging frorn higher health care
costs to life insurance being
more expensive And that’s even
before there’s an outbreak.

Health officials have said a
modezate bird flu outhreak in
the United States could kill
209,000 people — one in every
1,430. A severe outbreak could
claim 1.9 million lives — 1 in
every 157, Nearly 299 million
people live in the United States

The flu outbreak in 1918 and
1919 kilied upward of 675,000
people — one in every 152
people in the countiy — striking
at healthy young adults, It
marks the only time in modein
history that the U S, population
actually declined, dropping
60,006 people.

Illinois was not spared.

n lives

U.S. Health and Human Ser-
vices Secretary Mike Leavitt
detailed the impact of that
panderic during a planning
seminar earlier this vear in -
Rosemont, R,

Initially, overconfident public”
health officials declared they .
had the situation “well in hand.”
Then the flu hit and thouisands
died. In the second week of
Octobeér 1918, more than 2,100 *
Chicagoans died. The next week,
another 2,300 died in the ¢ity; - e

Chicago ran out of hearses
and in an attempt to contro] the -
outbreak, banned public funér- -
als, limited attendance atbinials -
to 10 and bodies were, not

aflowed in churches. - ::
Accounts of health workers
from the time describe bodies
stacked atop .each otherand -
morticians working day and
Leavitt warned there’s no
reason to think the next out-
break won't resemble the Dast
outbreak. . cos T
“If a pandemic strikes,” he .
said, “it will come to ingis.” :
A 1957 pandemic ‘killed
70,000 people in the United .
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